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Jews have been in motion for thousands of years, moving across continents, 
nations, and cities—sometimes voluntarily, often because there was no alter-
native. How Jews moved, where they moved, what they experienced, and the 
ways they dealt with their new surroundings is the subject of this innovative 
volume of The Annual Review. Our guest editor, Steven Gold, has assembled 
a series of seven cutting-edge essays that examine multiple aspects of Jewish 
global migration in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. 
Placing their work within the relatively new field of migration stud-
ies, our contributing authors reveal that while Jews may share a common re-
ligion, their patterns of migration and acculturation were as different as the 
many nations from which they came. As volume editor Steven Gold notes in 
his Introduction, the essays are divided into two categories. Several authors 
explore the hardships Jews faced in migrating to the United States and other 
countries, while others focus on the problems of adjusting to life in new lands 
or new cities within the same country. We learn how survivors and refugees in 
postwar Europe worked with Jewish aid groups to navigate the difficult process 
of obtaining visas to move the United States. Another essay traces the diverg-
ing experiences of Jews migrating to the United States from the former Soviet 
Union, Israel, and Latin America. Jews who remained in Europe faced their 
own particular difficulties. One essay focuses on the myriad experiences of 
Jews who migrated to Paris, Brussels, and Antwerp, while a final essay on mi-
gration patterns reveals how the Israeli government attempted to lure highly 
skilled Jewish émigrés back to their homeland. 
Once in the United States, Jewish immigrants encountered a remarkably 
wide array of experiences. Not only did Jew have to adjust to living along-
side Christians, but in the case of Polish Jews, they also had to adjust to living 
alongside German Jews who often treated them with as much disdain as their 
American Christian neighbors. Iranian Jews also encountered difficulties in 
their new land; some were caused by the contempt of Ashkenazi Jews, while 
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other problems emerged from the Iranian community’s tendency to isolate 
themselves from others, Jews and non-Jews alike.
Finally, we learn that internal migration could pose just as many problems 
as external migration. American Jewish academics who came from large cities 
with vibrant Jewish life often found it difficult to move their families to college 
towns such as East Lansing, Michigan, which lacked a Jewish infrastructure.
Taken collectively, the essays in this volume offer new looks at the mul-
tiple experiences of Jews as they attempted to immigrate and then adjust to life 
in a new homeland or new city.
I wish to thank our guest editor, Steven J. Gold, for helping to make this 
volume a reality. I also wish to thank Marilyn Lundberg Melzian for her won-
derful work as our volume’s production editor. 
Steven J. Ross 
Myron and Marian Casden Director 
Professor of History
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Editorial Introduction: Recent 
Advancements in Jewish Migration Studies
by Steven J. Gold
A long-standing topic of research, the study of Jewish migration, has recently 
revealed new levels of growth and innovation. The increased visibility of di-
verse forms of migration on a global scale—from refugees and labor migrants 
to transnational entrepreneurs—has contributed to enhanced interest in the 
subject. 
This book brings attention to compelling examples of new scholarship in 
this field. While available space precludes an exhaustive evaluation of the rea-
sons underlying this development, this introduction reviews three fundamen-
tal factors that have contributed to the growth and intellectual expansion in the 
study of Jewish migration. First is the expansion and broadening of migration 
studies in general that has occurred in recent decades. Second is the increase in 
financial and institutional support for Jewish studies. Finally, a third reason for 
the field’s growth is ongoing instances of Jewish migration—both within and 
across national borders—that compel immigrant-aid organizations and migra-
tion scholars to learn about and assist their peripatetic landsmen.
A number of leading scholars have reflected on the transformation of 
migration studies, noting that the topic is currently examined by a wider range 
of academic disciplines than ever before.1 The creation of diverse and innova-
tive approaches to the topic has been widely celebrated.2 As a case in point, the 
authors of a recent article devoted to mapping migration studies conclude that 
the field has finally “come of age.”3 
Observers of migration studies assert that even as the field has expanded 
and diversified, it has managed to become more rigorous, more international 
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in focus, and more firmly grounded in theory. Moreover, this scholarly en-
deavor has maintained a significant degree of integration and continuity across 
disciplines, nations, and world regions. As a consequence, its methods and 
findings are increasingly applied to a broad range of concerns. Migration re-
search informs policy making by governments, NGOs and immigrant-aid or-
ganizations. It also counters the assertions of anti-immigrant movements.4 
Given the recent upturn in interest and support for studies of migration, 
a variety of disciplinary associations have established sections, committees, 
publications, conferences, awards, and other endeavors devoted to the study 
of migration. This reflects a significant transformation in the field’s foci over a 
relatively short time. As the authors of What Is Migration History? point out,5 
until the 1970s, the study of migration was fixed almost exclusively on Western 
Europe and the US, was androcentric, elitist, overwhelmingly devoted to work-
force issues, and indifferent to migrants’ interpretations of their own experi-
ences. Subjects such as stratification, slavery, refugees, forced migration, and 
re-migration were rejected as suitable topics for migration research.
The fact that a significant fraction of contemporary migration scholars 
are themselves migrants, has helped move migration studies from a narrowly 
framed undertaking to one now much more ambitious and wider in scope. By 
and large, scholars who have a personal or familial connection to migration 
are much better equipped to understand the complex realities encountered by 
migrants than those with little immediate connection to the process. As a con-
sequence of historical and social factors, Jews have been very well represented 
among those who have developed the ways through which migration research 
has been conducted and how knowledge resulting from this examination is 
put to use.6 
Historian Tobias Brinkmann7 has advanced our understanding of how 
Jewish scholars and activists have fashioned the study of migration. Drawing 
on his research on the Jewish population of Chicago during the nineteenth 
century, Brinkmann demonstrated how Jewish communal organizations’ ef-
forts to assist recently arrived co-ethnics led to the development of many of 
the frameworks and methods that are now used in ethnic, migration and com-
munity studies. 
Arriving in Chicago in the 1840s, Jews from Bavaria recognized the 
social and economic needs encountered by members of their community as 
they sought to adjust to life in the US. Drawing upon pre-migration traditions, 
they formed self-help associations like the United Hebrew Relief Association 
(UHRA) to provide struggling co-religionists with social support. 
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Through a detailed examination of UHRA’s annual reports, Brinkmann 
discovered that in order to accomplish its goals more efficiently, the organi-
zation shifted its structure from that of a voluntary association to a profes-
sional body. “By the 1880s, professional social workers and administrators 
were replacing volunteers. The communal representatives visited immigrant 
families in their homes to study poverty and offer advice about hygiene and 
education.”8 Such a change, Brinkmann asserts, “correlated with a shift from 
stereotypical perceptions of migrants to more differentiated assessments of so-
cial problems.”9 In so doing, Jewish immigrant organizations involved in com-
munal self-help developed the approaches that are used by a wide range of 
migration scholars today. As Brinkman notes:
The first detailed studies about immigrants in industrializing cities, 
so-called social surveys, were compiled by social workers in settle-
ments in London, New York, and Chicago after 1880. When pioneer-
ing urban sociologists like Louis Wirth and other students of the 
Chicago school . . . began to conduct field research in Chicago’s im-
migrant neighborhoods in the 1920s, they acknowledged the work of 
communal organizations in representing different immigrant groups 
and social settlements.10 
In order to record, document and apply practical information about 
Jewish immigrants and their resettlement, Jewish communal organizations, 
including the American Jewish Joint Distribution Committee (JDC), commis-
sioned the writing of detailed studies about the experience of migrant Jews. 
For example, in 1943, the American Jewish Committee commissioned Mark 
Wischnitzer, himself a German Jewish immigrant with decades of experience 
assisting migrants in both Europe and the US, to compile a survey of Jewish mi-
gration as a reference to inform the resettlement of Jews in the US after WWII. 
According to Brinkmann, Wischnitzer’s book To Dwell in Safety remains the 
most comprehensive study of Jewish migration between 1800 and 1948.11
Following Brinkmann’s description of the Jewish communal origins of 
migration studies, we see how an array of Jewish scholars and aid workers con-
tributed in important ways to the growth, conceptual richness, and method-
ological advancement of the interdisciplinary study of migration. 
At the same time, Brinkmann reminds us to recognize the significant 
contributions of members of other groups who documented the experience of 
their own and other migrant populations. Among these are Florian Znaniecki, 
Tamotsu Shibutani, Kian Kwan, W. E. B. DuBois, Alain Locke, Arthur Huff 
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Fauset and Hanna Arendt. Immigrant scholars’ research on a broad range of 
communities laid the groundwork for contemporary inquiry in migration 
studies.
Aware of the enhanced interest in and endorsement of studies of migra-
tion, a growing number of scholars and students began to produce works in 
migration, Jewish studies, ethnic studies, and related topics. As E. Cohen,12 
Brinkmann,13 and others contend, the growth in migration studies has yielded 
a productive exchange and cross fertilization of concepts, terminology, analytic 
models and methods between researchers concerned with a variety of groups. 
Finally, scholars interested in the application of recently developed approaches 
in migration scholarship have chosen to revisit established concepts and works 
in the field.14 Their systematic re-evaluation of classic studies helps contempo-
rary scholars understand the origins of their fields’ approaches to research and 
analysis. In this way, scholars are able to apply contemporary perspectives to 
the investigation of historical communities and concerns.
A second significant reason for the expansion of Jewish migration stud-
ies is the availability of increased levels of financial and institutional support. 
Philanthropists, institutions of higher learning, academic associations, publish-
ers, students, and audiences interested in works on migration have contributed 
much to the growth of Jewish migration studies. A sizeable fraction of this pro-
gramming has been driven by the largess of Jewish donors. However, as Judith 
Baskin contends in her article “Jewish Studies in North American Colleges and 
Universities: Yesterday, Today, and Tomorrow,” “it is important to point out 
that there are positions and programs at institutions, both private and public, 
where external funding has not played a role.”15 Among these are University of 
Massachusetts at Amherst, the University at Albany, State University of New 
York and several other state-supported institutions. The allocation of funding 
directly from college and university budgets demonstrates that such institu-
tions regard the field to be a fundamental component of higher learning.16
This increase in resources has generated opportunities for training, 
employment and publication for scholars involved in Jewish studies gener-
ally and Jewish migration research in particular. The Association of Jewish 
Studies, which began in 1969 with forty-seven members, now has 1,800. The 
association’s website lists more than two hundred Jewish studies programs 
or departments and 230 endowed positions at North American colleges and 
universities.17 Data from the 2000–2001 National Jewish Population Study in-
dicate that 40% of Jewish students take a Jewish studies course during their 
academic career.18 Reflecting the field’s broad appeal, a significant number of 
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students taking Jewish studies courses and majoring or minoring in Jewish 
studies are not Jewish.19
A third reason for the continued activity of scholars of Jewish migration 
is that Jewish communities persist in migrating—both within and across na-
tional borders. The documentation and analysis of on-going patterns of Jewish 
migration is important for both practical and scholarly reasons. Indicating 
Jews’ high level of recent involvement with international migration, Pew20 
notes that while only 5% of Christians and 3% of Muslims globally have moved 
internationally during their lifetime, some 25% of all living Jews no longer re-
side in their country of birth.
Since the 1950s, Jewish migrants have continued their long record of 
migration to the US and other countries. From the 1960s to the 1990s, the larg-
est migrant population was Russian-speaking Jews. They settled in Israel, the 
US, Canada, Australia, and Germany.21 Since the 1990s, Jewish migrants from 
France, Israel, Iran, Latin America, the Maghreb, Syria, Yemen, South Africa 
and Central Asia have settled in Israel, North America, Europe and other lo-
cations.22 
As recent arrivals and bearers of cultural traditions relatively uncommon 
in their points of settlement, the ability (and for some, the level of interest) 
of these new migrants in integrating into the host population (Americanized 
Eastern European Jews) has been limited. Making matters even more com-
plex, recent Jewish migrants’ arrival occurred during a time of increasing seg-
mentation and diversity within local Jewish communities. New synagogues, 
Jewish associations and economic niches maintain disparate ways of life, forms 
of religious practice, cultural orientations, expressions of nationality, sexual-
ity, politics, and other aspects of being.23 Faced with such challenges, Jewish, 
secular and public community agencies, youth programs, synagogues, and 
immigrant-aid organizations like HIAS (the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society) 
whose work has been informed by Jewish migration research, have aided in 
the resettlement of thousands of Jewish and non-Jewish immigrants in Israel, 
Europe, Australia, and North and South America. 
In addition to documenting the needs, values and concerns of recent 
migrant populations, scholars devoted to Jewish migrants have created a sig-
nificant body of research that affirms, contradicts and otherwise elaborates on 
customary understandings of Jewish migration and adaptation recorded in 
earlier studies. 
In sum, the recent growth and diversity in studies of Jewish migration 
can be traced to transformations in the way that migration scholarship is 
xiv Steven J. Gold
conducted, to increases in funding and institutional support for Jewish migra-
tion scholarship, and to the on-going migrations of Jewish people throughout 
the world. 
The authors featured in Wandering Jews are leaders in the development 
of inventive scholarship on Jewish migration. The works of these seven scholars 
are divided into two categories. The first set of chapters addresses the experi-
ence of various Jewish groups settling in the United States and other countries. 
Laura Lamonic compares the experiences of Post-WWII Jewish immigrants 
from the former Soviet Union, Latin America and Israel living in the United 
States. Nahid Pirnazar examines the story of Iranian Jewish migration and sub-
sequent acculturation to the United States.
Nir Cohen explores the experience of another contemporary Jewish mi-
grant group—Israeli high-tech migrants—as he evaluates actions pursued by 
both the Israeli governmental and private sector organizations to encourage 
their re-migration. Lilach Lev Ari concludes the section by exploring the con-
texts encountered by three groups of Jewish migrants (Israelis, North Africans, 
and members of an Orthodox community) who have settled in lucrative but 
increasingly anti-Semitic Western European locations.
The second set of chapters explore Jewish responses to societal changes 
imposed by migration. Historian Gil Ribak presents a poignant analysis rooted 
in the historical perspective of the twenty-first century to reconstruct the evo-
lution of Eastern European Jewish migrants’ views of Germans—from admi-
ration to foreboding—during their travel from The Pale of Settlement to the 
US during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Libby Garland 
discusses Jewish Americans’ efforts to resettle Jewish refugees after WWII. 
Finally, Kirsten Fermaglich examines the experiences of Jewish academics and 
their families building lives and communities in East Lansing, Michigan, from 
the late 1960s to the present.
The topics of these seven chapters reflect considerable diversity in terms 
of location, historical period, theoretical and methodological approach, scale 
of analysis, population characteristics and academic discipline. At the same 
time, each embodies the energy and excitement that underlies the recent 
growth and creativity generated in this field. Drawing upon innovative and 
varied approaches, the volume’s authors advance the study of Jewish migration, 
and migration studies more generally.
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Jewish Identity among Contemporary 
Jewish Immigrants in the United States
by Laura Limonic
                NTRODUCTION 
          Jewish identity, practice, culture and religiosity are intrinsically Itied to the nations where Jews reside. National economic and po-
litical structures impact the development of Jewish communities while cultural 
and social influences are important factors in the construction of Jewish identi-
ties. Jews from Latin America, for example, largely function within close-knit, 
centrally organized communities, ones where non-religious communal life is at 
the heart of Jewish identity. For Israeli Jews, on the other hand, Jewish religious 
life is interwoven with the Israeli political and social landscape. Other global 
Jewish communities have formed under diverse constraints. Some members 
of global Jewish communities may have little knowledge of Jewish religious 
rites, as was the case for many of the Jews in the former Soviet Union, whereas 
other communities might place religiosity and adherence to religious rites at 
the center of Jewish identity. What happens when members of these communi-
ties migrate and settle in the United States? How do American Jewish culture 
and communal structures affect their lived Jewish experience? In this chap-
ter, I compare three immigrant groups from distinct geographic locations: the 
former Soviet Union, Israel and Latin America. By comparing demographic 
and socio-economic characteristics as well as markers of Jewish identity and 
behavior across these three immigrant groups we can widen our understand-
ing of immigrant communities that comprise the larger US Jewish group. I use 
data from the Pew Research Center,1 to construct variables aimed at measuring 
Jewish identity. Scales of Jewish identity are composed and measured across 
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Jewish immigrant groups and Jewish native-born adults in the United States—
providing insight into the changing nature of Jewish identity and the process 
of assimilation into the larger US Jewish community. 
IMMIGRATION TO THE UNITED STATES
At the turn of the twentieth century, millions of immigrants from multiple 
countries and of diverse faiths descended upon the shores of the United States. 
These immigrants brought with them new languages, foods, cultures and re-
ligious practices. During the peak of this large migration wave, Protestantism 
was the dominant US religion. Yet the United States, with its constitutional 
emphasis on religious pluralism, was primed to accept new religious groups, 
even if de facto acceptance would arrive decades later.2 The descendants of this 
first generation of Catholic and Jewish immigrants from eastern and southern 
Europe created new ethno-religious communities and eventually forged a path 
for the integration of Catholicism and Judaism as part of the tripartite Judeo-
Christian civil religion in the United States.3 The children and grandchildren of 
the large wave of southern and eastern European immigrants not only changed 
the US religious landscape, they themselves altered their own religious prac-
tices. One example of this is the increased participation in Reform Judaism 
which espouses a Protestant style of convening and practicing religion and is 
more palatable and adaptable to being Jewish in the United States.4
Jewish Immigrants
The majority of the descendant of the first wave of immigrants successfully 
integrated into US mainstream culture. The children and grandchildren of 
Italian, Polish, Irish and Jewish immigrants seized opportunities that allowed 
them to assimilate into the economic, social and political landscape.5 Jews in 
particular made deep in-roads into American society, while also influencing 
US culture.6 The first group of Jewish immigrants arrived from Germany in 
the mid-1800s, assimilating into the middle class and gaining a strong eco-
nomic foothold through commercial activities in the retail and clothing 
trades.7 Subsequent waves of Jewish immigrants of varying socio-economic 
backgrounds and levels of religiosity, largely from eastern Europe arrived in 
the United States and faced discrimination from native-born Americans and 
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their German coreligionists.8 Over time, turn of the century Jewish immigrants 
adapted to the realities of life in the United States and descendants of German 
as well as eastern European Jews morphed into an “American Judaism,” which 
grew directly out of interaction with US society. 
Contemporary Jewish Immigration
The decades following the large wave of immigration to the United States wit-
nessed a paucity of new arrivals due to a combination of factors. The Great 
Depression and World War II were preceded by the 1924 Johnson-Reed Act 
which essentially banned new immigrants from “undesirable” regions, particu-
larly southern and eastern Europe. Post-World War II, the United States began 
accepting refugees from the war, but the majority of contemporary immigrants 
arrived as a result of the change in immigration laws in 1965. The Hart-Cellar 
Act of 1965 paved the way for millions of new immigrants from all over the 
world to enter the United States. Post 1965, Jewish immigrants, many of whom 
were fleeing politically tenuous situations in their home countries, made the 
United States their home. The demise of the Soviet bloc was the catalyst for the 
largest wave of immigrations of Jews from the FSU.9 Numerous political and 
economic crisis prompted Jews from Latin America to leave their communities 
and immigrate to the United States. Latin American regional out-migration 
streams occurred in waves. Peruvian Jews made their way to Miami during the 
height of the Shining Path guerrilla movement in the 1980s, whereas the largest 
wave of Argentine Jews arrived during the economic crisis of 2001. Venezuelan 
Jews are the newest arrivals, fleeing the political and economic turmoil expe-
rienced since Hugo Chavez first took office in 1999.10 There has been a steady 
increase of Israeli Jews migrating to the United States since 1970, many of who 
came for “economic opportunities (including education), family factors, and a 
need for broader horizons.”11
JEWISH IDENTITY
Religious identity is multi-layered, nuanced and difficult to measure.12 Jewish 
identity is not only layered and multi-faceted; the term “Jewish” represents 
both a religious and ethno-cultural identity, further complicating the con-
ceptualization of Jewishness and Jewish religious identity.13 The religious and 
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ethnic tenets that comprise Jewishness are intertwined in different permuta-
tions for Jews across various generations and geographies. A myriad of factors 
affect how one comprises their Jewish identity. Families pass down traditions, 
level of religiosity, Zionist ideals as well as rituals and practice. Opportunities 
for interaction and identity development also come into play. For example, in 
countries with strong Jewish youth movements, Jewish identity formation was 
centered around participation in such organizations.14 In Latin America, the 
strength of Jewish institutions, the lack of public services and a strong Zionist 
movement are all factors that influenced the development of strong communal 
Jewish identity.15 By comparison, Jews in the former Soviet Union did not have 
access to formal religious or ethno-religious organizations, yet their identity as 
ethnic Jews was imposed through government classification schemes and overt 
discrimination.16 For Jews in Israel, their Jewish identity is intimately tied to 
the nation state, and they often connect participation in Jewish religious rites, 
culture and food as “Israeliness” rather than “Jewishness.”17
A host of literature is dedicated the Jewish experience in the United States, 
much of it debating the exceptionality of Jewish integration and Jewish upward 
mobility.18 While the debate ensues, what is certain is that the descendants of 
the first large wave of immigrants experienced impressive upward mobility, 
social integration and political representation.19 As the children and grand-
children of Jewish immigrants became wholly integrated into the US main-
stream, the ethnic component of Jewish identity began to wane. The demise of 
Yiddish language, loss of ethnic enclaves and neighborhoods, integration into 
suburban life and assimilation into the white middle-class worked together to 
create an American Jewish identity that was symbiotic with American politi-
cal, cultural and social life.20 Significant changes to Jewish life occurred in the 
post-war period that shaped American Jewish identity. As Jewish life moved 
outside of the confines of ethnic neighborhoods, Jewish identity relied on par-
ticipation in religious organizations (synagogues) and/or religious rites carried 
out at home.21 
Ethnicity or Religion?
A number of scholars22 have argued that ethnicity and religion among Jews 
cannot be separated because the “sacred and secular elements of the culture 
are strongly intertwined.”23 Others suggest that religion and ethnicity are not 
determinately entangled and that Jews can identify with Jews as a people with-
out identifying with the religious or spiritual component of Judaism.24 Survey 
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studies of Jews in the United States decidedly support the notion that Jews 
and Jewish identity can exist independently of religion. While religious rites, 
synagogue attendance and belief in God and Jewish law may lie at the center of 
a religious identity, Jews have demonstrated both changing attitudes over time 
as well as strong attachment to Jewish peoplehood even in absence of robust 
religious tendencies. Today in the United States, the majority of Jews identify 
Jewishness with ancestry over religion, and believe that religious tenets such as 
working on the Sabbath or not believing in God are compatible with a Jewish 
identity.25 American Jews today are at liberty to construct their Jewish identity 
without external constraints—their participation in Jewish life, among non-
Orthodox Jews, is at will and results in looser ties and fluid religious and ethnic 
Jewish identities. 
GLOBAL JEWISH IDENTITY
The social, political and economic structures of countries where Jews reside 
greatly influence Jewish identity formation. Jewish life in the United States 
flourished as a result of a myriad of factors specific to the political and eco-
nomic climate at the time of the great migration peak and subsequent post-war 
period. In much the same way, Jewish identity across the globe is constructed 
in relationship to the social structures of the state Jews reside in. 
Latin America
Whereas Jews in the United States have pushed for and won entry into the 
mainstream, in Latin America, Jews are decidedly on the border of mainstream 
society. Jews from Latin America share a common denominator: they are 
members of a minority religious group in countries where Catholicism influ-
ences both public and private spheres. The strong Catholic presence results in 
an “othering” of Jews in Latin America. While these boundaries are increas-
ingly blurred, Jews in Latin American countries participate in strong ethno-
religious institutions that have allowed communal Jewish identities to develop 
in contrast to religious identities. Jewish identity in Latin America leans heav-
ily towards a sense of communal identity, reinforced by strong Jewish institu-
tions such as socio-cultural community and athletic centers, schools, mutual 
aid societies, political organizations as well as dense networks of co-ethnics.26
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FSU Jews
Jews from the former Soviet Union do not have a history of strong communi-
ties nor strong religious identities. The practice of Jewish culture and Jewish 
religion in the former Soviet Union was minimal due to state sanction against 
religious groups and religious observances. The Jewish identity of FSU Jews 
was linked in part to persecution and antisemitism, and their exclusion from 
the mainstream enforced their Jewish ethnic identity.27 The influx of large 
numbers of Jewish immigrants from the Soviet Union to the United States in 
the 1990s prompted US Jewish groups (religious, educational, and communal) 
to reach out to Soviet immigrants and instill a sense of Jewish culture and re-
ligiosity among them, with some reluctance and pushback.28 Today, while the 
religious and cultural affiliation and identity of FSU vary, Jewish identity for 
FSU Jews remains, overall, tied to ethnicity. In contrast, a US Jewish identity, 
while cultural in practice, has strong in roots in religious knowledge and rites.
Israeli Jews
Of the three groups of contemporary Jewish immigrants discussed in this 
chapter, Israeli Jews have the most complex relationship with Jewish identity. 
Israeli Jews, unlike Jews from the former Soviet Union or Latin America, are 
neither political nor economic refugees. They are not fleeing discrimination 
nor antisemitism. Israeli Jews are both an ethnic and religious majority in 
their home country. Moreover, leaving Israel is often experienced or perceived 
as a betrayal of Zionist principles.29 The social and political fabric of Israeli 
society is intimately tied to Jewish religious practice. National holidays are 
religious holidays, the workweek is structured around the observance of the 
Sabbath; even among secular Israeli Jews, life is lived within Jewish religious 
boundaries. In the United States, Israeli Jews do not seamlessly merge with the 
larger American Jewish community; their national Israeli identities diverge in 
culture and behavior from their US Jewish counterparts. As a result, they create 
close-knit communities in urban areas such as Los Angeles and New York—
areas where there are communities of co-nationals as well as employment and 
business opportunities—and forge ethnic identities as Israelis within the larger 
Jewish diaspora.30
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JEWISH IDENTITY AMONG IMMIGRANT GROUPS
The purpose of this chapter is to explore the different Jewish identity trajecto-
ries of contemporary Jewish immigrants in the United States. Jewish identity, 
both ethnic and religious, is born out of lived individual and communal experi-
ences—for immigrants the construction of Jewish identity comprises elements 
of pre-migration life and post-migration integration into their host society (the 
United States in this case). The following section provides an analysis of the 
identity trajectories among the three groups of contemporary Jewish immi-
grants that are the subject of this chapter and offers a comparison with their 
native-born Jewish counterparts in the United States.
DATA AND METHODS
Data for this study are from the Pew Research Center’s 2013 Survey of US 
Jews.31 The Pew Research Center screened over 70,000 households via random-
digit dialing and identified 3,500 households as Jewish. Population weights are 
applied to the data to yield a nationally representative sample of the US popu-
lation of Jews. The data estimates there are 6.7 million Jews in the US today, 
including 5.3 million adults and 1.3 million children,
 
and that Jews are roughly 
2.2% of the total US population. For the purposes of this analysis, I limit ob-
servations to adults over the age of 18. First-generation immigrants are defined 
as those born outside of the United States; second generation immigrants are 
classified as such if they had at least one parent born abroad. All those born in 
the United States and with US-born parents are defined as native-born Jewish 
adults. Adults born in Latin America, the Former Soviet Union and Israel are 
compared to the native-born Jewish population (both second-generation and 
beyond). 
Jewish Identity
Using previous literature on the religious and ethnic identity of Jewish life, 
I construct two summative scales to measure major components of Jewish 
identity.32 Summated factors of religiosity and ethnicity are measured with 




A Jewish religious identity factor was constructed using the following variables:
Importance of observing Jewish law
Fasting on Yom Kippur
Keeping kosher
Lighting Shabbat candles 
Frequency of synagogue attendance 
Holding or attending a Seder
Handling money on Shabbat
Synagogue membership
Belief in God or universal spirit as essential to being Jewish
The second constructed variable is an ethnic identity scale. Ethnic iden-
tity is calculated using factors that pertain to various ways that Jewishness is 
experienced as part of a communal, group identity and shared history and val-
ues. The data from the Pew Research Center asked respondents to rate the im-
portance of certain beliefs and values and on being Jewish. I use the following 
factors in the construction of ethnic identity:
Importance of eating traditional Jewish foods
Importance of being part of a Jewish community
Importance of being Jewish in your life
In addition, the following variables are included that measure a respon-
dent’s ties to Israel:
Importance of caring for Israel
Strength of emotional attachment to Israel
I also included two additional variables to measure respondents’ social 
ties and sense of peoplehood.
Sense of belonging to Jewish people
Number of close friends that are Jewish
Both summative scales have Cronbach’s alpha greater than .78, indicat-
ing a reliable measure of consistency among the variables that comprise each 
scale. These scales serve as dependent variables to understand how Jewish im-
migrant groups diverge across major Jewish identity markers. I control for a 
number of variables including sex, marital status, age, education, income, reli-
gious denomination, presence of children in household and geographic region 
(see Appendix A for regression results). 
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RESULTS
The US Jewish population is overwhelmingly native-born. Eighty-six percent 
of Jewish adults were born in the United States, slightly higher than the over-
all US population (83% native-born). While 13% of Jewish adults were born 
abroad, almost 20% of Jewish adults have at least one parent born outside of 
the United States. Among those born abroad, immigrants from the FSU were 
the most highly represented group: FSU Jewish adults make up around 40% of 
the Jewish adult immigration population. Approximately 13% of Jewish immi-
grants are from Israel and close to 18% are from Latin America. 
Demographics
The median age of both native-born and foreign-born Jewish adults in the 
United States is between 56 and 57 years old. There are larger differences across 
national origin groups. The median age for Jews from Latin America is 43. 
Jewish adults from Israel are slightly older—the median age for this group is 
closer to 50, while Jewish immigrants from the FSU (median age 65) comprise 
one of the oldest groups among foreign born Jewish adults.
Immigrant Jews are more likely than their native-born peers to have 
family incomes within lower brackets. Almost 25% of immigrants reported 
earnings of $20,000 or less in 2012, compared to only 9.6% of native-born 
Jewish adults. Native-born Jewish adults were also more likely to report fam-
ily incomes greater than $150,000. In 2012, 26% of native-born Jewish adults 
were found in this income bracket. By comparison, only 15.4% of immigrants 
claimed a comparable family income. In 2012, family income for immigrants 
from Latin America was overwhelmingly within the $50,000–75,000 bracket 
(60%) and over 25% reported family earnings of greater than $150,000. In 
comparison, immigrant Jewish adults from the FSU were more likely to be 
found in lower income brackets–39% reported family incomes of less than 
$20,000 and only 8% percent earned more than $150,000. Jewish adults from 
Israel reported a wide range of annual family incomes. Twenty-five percent 
of Israeli immigrants reported annual family incomes between $20,000 and 
$40,000, 30% earned between $40,000 and $75,000 per year, and 16% had an-
nual family incomes of greater than $150,000.
Consistent with scholarly research on educational attainment among 
Jews, both native-born and foreign-born Jewish adults (25 and older) are high-
ly educated—62% of foreign-born Jews and 66% of native-born Jewish adults 
have a college degree or higher. Immigrants from Israel had the lowest BA and 
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higher attainment rates (51%), nonetheless a rate considerably higher than the 
US as a whole (36%).33 Both immigrant groups from Latin America (67%) and 
the FSU (62%) reported BA or higher rates in tandem with the general Jewish 
immigrant population.
Approximately half of the US Jewish adult population (both native- and 
foreign-born) reported being married in 2012. Jews from Latin America were 
slightly less likely to report being married—39%—and Israeli born immigrants 
reported even lower marital rates—32%. Almost 53% of Jewish immigrants 
from the FSU reported being married. About half of Jewish adults report being 
married to a partner that is Jewish in some way—either by religion, affinity, no 
religion, and/or background. Almost 75% of Jews from Latin America are mar-
ried to someone that is of Jewish background or affinity and more than 60% of 
Jewish immigrants from the FSU and Israel report a spouse of Jewish identity. 
Twenty percent of Jewish immigrants reported one or more children 
under 18 in their household. Mirroring the trend of the US Jewish popula-
tion as a whole, 23% of immigrants from Latin America had a child living in 
their household. Twenty percent of immigrants from the FSU lived with one 
or more children and Israeli immigrants reported the lowest rate of children 
in their household—only 11% of Israeli Jewish adults reported one or more 
children in their household. 
Political Leanings
Jewish adults overwhelmingly skew Democrat. More than 58% of Jewish adults 
considered themselves a Democrat in 2012 and only 10% reported Republican 
leanings or identification. Foreign born Jewish adults were slightly less likely 
to consider themselves Democrats (45%) and more likely than the US Jewish 
population as whole to identify as Republican (13%). Immigrants from the 
FSU were the most likely to report a Republican political leaning (26%) than 
any other immigrant group. Jews from Latin America reported the lowest rates 
of Republican identity (2%); they also had Democratic leanings on par with 
the US populations as a whole. Israeli Jews had low levels of Republican affinity 
(8%) and 41% considered themselves Democrats.
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DISCUSSION
Jewish identity
A key objective of this analysis is to understand how three groups of contem-
porary Jewish immigrants differ in their strength of Jewish identity across eth-
nic and religious lines. Using ordinary least square regression (OLS) analysis, 
I control for variables that influence the strength of Jewish identity and iso-
late the effect of immigrant status and region of origin. The model compares 
Jewish identity scales of immigrants from Latin America, Israel, FSU, Europe, 
the Middle East and Asia to native born US Jewish adults. 
Assimilation
Overall, first- and second-generation immigrants show a statistical difference in 
the magnitude of religious and ethnic identity. Consistent with scholarship on 
the strength of Jewish identity on contemporary immigrants,34 first-generation 
immigrants have deeper ethnic identities than both second-generation immi-
grants and native-born adults. While religion, as Robert Putnam puts it, “. . . is 
a bigger deal in America than in any other advanced nation on earth,”35 public 
acts of faith and religious rites do not follow suit.36 For example, US native-
born Jews are more likely than their immigrant counterparts to state that be-
lieving in God is essential to being Jewish (74% versus 65%). Yet native-born 
adults are less likely to engage in religious rites such as fasting on Yom Kippur 
or attending a Passover Seder. Private religious rites are also more likely to 
be practiced among foreign-born Jewish adults. Almost 20% of immigrants 
report always lighting Shabbat candles, compared to 9% of second-generation 
immigrants and 7% of US born adults. A number of factors may account for 
tendency toward lower religiosity across immigrant generations. An impor-
tant point for consideration is the role of religion and religious institutions 
in the migration trajectory of immigrants. Religion has a central role in the 
adaptation of immigrants—the institution is a link to familiar group and com-
munity, while religious practices provide an emotional connection to their pre-
immigrant life.37 The performance of religious rites reinforces in immigrants 
a sense of self and familiarity. Religion and religious doctrines are also useful 
instruments by which parents can transfer traditional (pre-migration) beliefs 
and customs to their US-born children.38 And, religious organizations have 
always been central in providing immigrants with much needed information 
about schools, social services, medical assistance, jobs, and housing. 
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Jewish ethnic identity is also higher among first-generation immigrants 
than it is among second-generation immigrants or native-born Jewish adults 
with Jewish parents. Consistent with literature on ethnicity and ethno-religious 
identification, immigrants retain a strong sense of ethnic identity. This may be 
because ethnic identity is ascribed and inescapable as is the case with those 
who do not resemble the mainstream in appearance or behavior39 or because 
it assures a sense of group belonging, particularly in the absence of complete 
acceptance by the host society.40 In this study, the immigrants’ generational 
differences points to a diminishing ethnic identity over time, a pattern that 
mimics the trajectory of Jewish assimilation into American life.41 
Ethnic Identity among Jewish Immigrant Sub-groups
Controlling for variables such as age, income, region of residence, children and 
marital status, education and denomination, Israeli Jews have slightly stron-
ger religious identities than their US native-born, FSU and Latin American 
Jewish adults with native born parents (for full regression results see appendix 
A). Qualitative studies of Israeli Jews in the Jewish Diaspora42 find evidence 
that Israeli Jews continue to practice religious rites such as fasting on Yom 
Kippur and attending synagogue during the holidays as events that tie them 
to their Israeli homeland. While the Pew data show that Israelis in the United 
States are much less likely than native-born Jews to belong to a synagogue 
(90% of non-Orthodox Israeli Jews do not report synagogue membership), 
44% attend synagogue at least a few times per year. Synagogue attendance 
may be tied to the institutional and social support that synagogues provide 
for immigrants, or outreach programs geared towards Israeli Jews that often 
take place in synagogues, such as an Israeli-style Shabbat or Israeli indepen-
dence day celebrations. Israeli Jews are also more likely to abide by kosher 
dietary rules (in full or partially) and observe major holidays such as fast-
ing on Yom Kippur or attending a Passover Seder. Again, these rites likely 
serve to preserve a link between Israeli holidays and culture, that in Israel 
are built into the social and national culture. At the same time, there is some 
evidence that Israelis become more religious in the Diaspora, as part of the 
process of identity construction.43 Israeli Jews also have stronger Jewish ethnic 
identities in relation to immigrants and native-born Jews. The identity scale 
for Jewish ethnicity includes two variables related to Israel—importance of 
caring for Israel and strength of emotional tie to Israel, which likely bias the 
scale. Nonetheless, I include them because a relationship to Israel is one of the 
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strongest indicators of an ethnic Jewish identity revolving around a “mother-
land” for all Jews.44
Jews from the FSU have stronger religious and ethnic identities than US 
native-born adults. All religious groups in the former Soviet Union faced strict 
restrictions in carrying out religious practices—leaving FSU Jews little room to 
partake in Jewish spiritual and traditional gatherings, rites and studies. Upon 
arrival in the United States, many FSU Jewish immigrants had little knowledge 
or prior practice of the religious aspects of Judaism. Jewish communal and 
religious institutions stepped in to offer FSU immigrants assistance with inte-
gration to Jewish life in the United States. The efforts on behalf of the US Jewish 
community were met with mixed results. Some FSU immigrants continued 
to identify as Jewish but did so beyond the confines of organized US Jewish 
community while others became more active in religious and communal or-
ganizations such as local Chabad centers or Jewish communal institutions. In 
examining the factors that comprise the religiosity scale, non-Orthodox Jewish 
immigrants from the FSU are slightly more likely to partake in rituals such as 
fasting on Yom Kippur, keeping kosher and lighting Shabbat candles. However, 
they are less likely than native-born Jews to state that believing in God is es-
sential to being Jewish. Consistent with their pre-migration experience, FSU 
Jews also have stronger Jewish ethnic identities than their native-born peers. 
The strength of their Jewish identity stems is derived, in part, from a sense of 
Jewish peoplehood—almost 83% of non-Orthodox FSU immigrants reported 
a strong sense of belonging to the Jewish people compared to 71% of native-
born Jewish adults. Jews from the FSU are also more likely to report a majority 
of close friends as Jewish (60%). These results suggest an increase in the reli-
gious identity of FSU Jews post-migration and a continuation of a strong sense 
Jewish ethnic identity tied to close social ties. 
Overall Latino Jews arrive in the United States with a strong sense of 
Jewishness. Many Latino Jews report strong ties to organized cultural and 
educational Jewish institutions and a sense of belonging to their local Jewish 
community.45 Levels of religiosity vary among Latin American Jews across 
countries, age groups, and Jewish sub-ethnic groups. Latin American Jews 
have historically placed more importance on the cultural, ethnic and political 
factors that comprise a Jewish identity, yet many Latin American Jews par-
take in spiritual rites such as lighting candles on Shabbat and/or attending 
Shabbat services. Latino Jews in the United States have the weakest religious 
and ethnic identities compared to their native-born and foreign-born peers. 
Latino Jews in the United States reported lower levels of ritual observances or 
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practices associated with Jewish religiosity—such as fasting on Yom Kippur, 
lighting candles on Shabbat or attending a Passover Seder. Jewish immigrants 
from Latin America have slightly lower levels of Jewish ethnic identities than 
their native-born peers. Qualitative studies find strong levels of pre- and post-
migration of Jewish identity,46 stemming from a strong sense of communal in-
terconnectedness in Latin America as well as an ethnic “othering” that occurs 
across the region. The lower levels of ethnic identity we find in this study are 
slight, and likely due to a combination of factors including loss of immediate 
ethnic group and lack of proximal host, defined as the category to which the 
immigrant would be assigned following immigration.47 Latino Jews, as a group, 
diverge across regional backgrounds, levels of communal identification and 
religiosity. They also differ from existing Jewish communities around language, 
cultures and Jewish identity. As a result, members of this group are more likely 
to seek out alternative affiliations or construct new ethnic identities, which 
may differ in its composition. In other words, it is possible, and even likely, 
that Latino Jews in the United States have strong Jewish identities; what may 
differ are the factors that comprise these identities. 
CONCLUSION
Immigrants differ in their levels of ethnic and religious identity compared 
to US native-born Jews. There are also clear differences across immigrant 
generations. As a whole, first-generation immigrants have stronger Jewish 
ethnic and religious identities than either second-generation immigrants or 
native-born adults. Second-generation immigrants have slightly higher eth-
nic and religious Jewish identities when compared to third-generation im-
migrants or higher. These trends indicate that, for immigrants, holding onto a 
sense of Jewish ethnicity and participating in some aspect of Jewish religious 
life, either in communal or private settings, are in line with past research on 
immigrant incorporation. Namely that the practice of ethno-religious rites, 
participation in ethno-religious organizations and a strong sense of ethno-
religious social identity serve to both protect immigrants from a sense of loss 
during the process of migration and also aid in the integration process. The 
move towards lower levels of ethnic and religious identity across immigrant 
generations point to the eventual assimilation of Jewish immigrants into US 
Jewish life.
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The diversity among immigrant groups in terms of Jewish identity also 
highlight the importance of understating pre-migration histories and post-
migration trajectories across different groups. While this study is limited in 
its availability of data, what we can garner is that Jews from the FSU, Israel 
and Latin America diverge in their levels of Jewish religious and Jewish ethnic 
identity. These divergences are due to both the experiences in their home coun-
tries, including opportunities or lack thereof to partake in religious life, state 
or socially mandated ethnic “othering,” and majority and minority status vis-
à-vis the nation’s civil religion. Upon migrating a number of factors influence 
the strengths of ethnic and religious identity—such as opportunities for inte-
gration into US Jewish life, accessibility to co-nationals, and acceptance into 
proximal host groups. When immigrants settle into life in the United States, 
the strength of their Jewish identity may weaken over time, or, perhaps, it 
merely changes and new Jewish identities are constructed. At the same time, as 
the current native-born Jewish population ages, new questions arise surround-
ing US Jewish life. Will the children of contemporary immigrants re-construct 
Jewish life and Jewish identity in the United States? Can we expect Jewish im-
migrants and their children to become active participants in and revitalize 
cultural Jewish institutions, Jewish schools and synagogues? Perhaps we can 
look forward towards a US Jewish identity that is more inclusive of all Jewish 
sub-ethnic groups and widens the current Ashkenazi-centric Jewish identity. 
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(Ref: less than $20,000)
$20,000 to less than $40,000 -.1677886***
(.002251)
$40,000 to less than $75,000 -.0257443***
(.0020368)
$75,000 to under $100,000 -.0545276***
(.0020637)
$100,000 to less than $150,000 -.1066563***
(.0020328)
More than $150,000 -.0158685***
(.0019865)
Has a one or more children .0182178***
(.0008351)




















(Ref: less than high school)






BA or higher -.4755232***
(.0040009)














Number of observations 2,254,352
Standard errors are reported in parentheses. *, **, *** indicates significance at the 90%, 
95%, and 99% level, respectively. 













(Ref: less than $20,000)
$20,000 to less than $40,000 -.1856579***
(.0022327)
$40,000 to less than $75,000 -.2004755***
(.0020501)
$75,000 to under $100,000 -.2231333***
(.0020567)
$100,000 to less than $150,000 -.2846418***
(.0020371)
More than $150,000 -.2626855***
(.0019914)
Has one or more children .04014***
(.0008214)
Geographic region of residence 
(Ref: Northeast)


















(Ref: less than high school)






BA or higher -.403596***
(.0034477)














Number of observations (.0011118)
Standard errors are reported in parentheses. *, **, *** indicates significance at the 90%, 
95%, and 99% level, respectively. 























(Ref: less than $20,000)
$20,000 to less than $40,000 -.1149636***
(.0022982)
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$40,000 to less than $75,000 .0276867***
(.0020769)
$75,000 to under $100,000 -.005211***
(.0020998)
$100,000 to less than $150,000 -.0563502***
(.002078)
More than $150,000 .0471534***
(.002049)
Has one or more children .0187848***
(.0008297)



















(Ref: less than high school)







BA or higher -.4495514***
(.0039701)













Number of observations 2,252,372
Standard errors are reported in parentheses. *, **, *** indicates significance at the 90%, 
95%, and 99% level, respectively. 
























(Ref: less than $20,000)
$20,000 to less than $40,000 -.2017007***
(.0022837)
$40,000 to less than $75,000 -.2117945***
(.0020858)
$75,000 to under $100,000 -.2351182***
(.0020932)
$100,000 to less than $150,000 -.293301***
(.0020793)
More than $150,000 -.2733731***
(.0020533)
Has one or more children .0187848***
(.0008297)




















(Ref: less than high school)






BA or higher -.4495514***
(.0039701)













Number of observations 2,252,372
Standard errors are reported in parentheses. *, **, *** indicates significance at the 90%, 
95%, and 99% level, respectively. 
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